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AFTER convincing myself that the Lower Florida peninsula 
possessed the coveted facilities for prying into certain secrets 
of the birds which I was bent on having, a local habitation to 
serve as headquarters was decided upon. Between the extremes 
of forty and ninety degrees, temperature might be ignored, while 
wind, sun and rain were to be housed against ; so that a high 
ceiling and a large room with a good roof, the whole being made 
of rough boards and shingles, was all that even lavish expendi- 
ture need provide. Glass was a useless luxury; windows were 
needed in plenty, however, and full half of the entire side walls 
was devoted to them. Two battens, the top one with gudgeons 
whittled on the ends, resting in an auger-hole in a block fastened 
to the walls, were nailed between two parallel joists in the vertical 
hoarding, when, on sawing the top and bottom across, the win- 
dow was complete. When pushed out at the lower end like an 
awning, the air and light were freely admitted, while the sun, rain 
and wind were sufficiently excluded. A stick below, resting 
against the sill to hold out the shutter, completed what I am dis- 
posed to consider the ideal South Florida window. A tide-water 
creek, very crooked and full of deep holes and narrow shallows, 
was near by, the pine forests falling off as the creek was ap- 
proached, several acres of dense scrub growth intervening to the 
water's edge where I had located. The country in the vicinity 
was much broken — broken for Lower Florida. There were sandy 
swells as much as twenty feet high above tide-water, and gullies 
that one could not leap across, but otherwise all was a dead level 
so far as the ground was concerned. Matted jungles of tangled 
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vines and tough sinuous growths abounded, and although not 
lofty were nevertheless hard to penetrate. Small prairies of a 
few acres in extent were common, and ponds and saw-grass 
marshes were met with frequently. In the wet season the whole 
country was under water. In the dry, tide-water only was to be 
found. Of the wild animals native to these precincts, opossum 
and raccoon were everywhere ; wild cats of powerful physique, 
magnified specimens of the domestic cat, although very rare, 
lived in the tangles and often wandered to the coast. Foxes of 
such exceeding beauty of shape and grace of motion that it 
seemed a crime to injure them, were met with at intervals, and 
bears, as fat as butter and as lazy as they had a right to be, in 
diminishing numbers, lived in the great hummocks. Rumor in- 
sisted that the cougar had its lair about the everglades, but in as 
extensive wanderings through as many " bogs, fens and briars," 
as ever fabled witch floundered over, I never found either the ani- 
mal or its signs. 

The United States, with that unbounded generosity so well 
known, gave to the State of Florida all " swamp lands." In a 
general way land covered with water would be termed " swamp," 
and if the examination occurred in August the whole country 
would fill this definition ; if in January but a small fraction of it 
would be moist, and so the inferences can proceed with a good 
deal of certainty on the fact that the State owns practically all the 
land. It is not held at a high figure ; one dollar per acre, grading 
down to fifty cents with the size of the purchase, will get an in- 
vulnerable title. The only drawback to the ownership of such 
land is, that one seems the poorer the more he has of it, still I 
purchased a small tract and felt as much like a landed proprietor 
as was possible under the circumstances of the case. 

Not wishing to engage in agriculture to a greater extent than 
the satisfaction of curiosity demanded, about one-quarter of an 
acre was cleared and planted with various seeds, and a narrow 
pathway to the house, one hundred yards distant, was cut through 
the scrub. 

The environment of the events following is now sufficiently 
detailed to suit the purpose in hand. 

About a year previous to the house-building, on first arriving 
in the country, a hospitable cracker had presented me with a well- 
grown kitten in reward for unstinted praise of his splendid cats. 
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Puss grew apace, went boating and tramping with me, and devel- 
oped to perfection the arts of agility for which the Felidas are 
famous. It was a female, and was more than a match for any 
dog she ever met. Her assault was sudden ; the back of the in- 
truder was reached at a single leap, and its eyes made the object- 
ive of attack. Instantaneous panic ensued, and when the retreat 
became assured, she as quickly sprang into the bushes and in- 
stantly hid from sight. The dog, relieved of its foe and regaining 
its confidence, would often return, brim full of fury, to wreak 
vengeance, when it would be met as suddenly as before, with 
augmented intensity. Nothing but precipitate, howling flight 
seemed to suit the requirements of the case, and victorious puss 
would return with the most comically satisfied and important 
air. During her boating experience she learned to fish quite 
expertly. She would spring on her prey when it was near the 
surface of the water with unerring aim. She did not present an 
elegant appearance on reaching the shore or boat after a complete 
wetting, but she always brought out the fish, having no antipathy 
to the water and swimming like a duck. Alligators abounded in 
the creeks which I often navigated, and to puss they were per- 
plexing objects. She strongly objected to their presence, but 
was undecided how to prevent it. I more than suspected that 
they would be her fate, as the scaly covering of the saurian would 
prevent her claws from securing a hold wherever placed, and 
should the jaws of the reptile once close upon her, her career 
would end at once. But I had underrated her resources. A 
rather small specimen came familiarly near our camp, and puss 
promenaded a log by the side of which the creature was slowly 
moving. After much preparation, which induced me to think 
" the female who deliberates is lost," she came furiously down, and 
as it appeared in the rush, with both fore feet in her victim's 
eyes. They were in an instant torn from their sockets, and we 
had a blind and frenzied alligator storming over our camp and 
through the bushes of the point, back and forth until it reached 
the water. There was a blunder somewhere, but the entire 
responsibility rested upon nature. In the water the saurian 
reigned supreme, but on land the clumsy thing could only see its 
foe as it lost its eyes. From a human standpoint it seemed a pity, 
but there was no discoverable cat ethics which would condemn 
the act, for puss at once proceeded to put herself through a course 
of gymnastics expressive of the utmost satisfaction. 
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When we were at length housed the kitten had fully matured, 
and the ancestral experiences registered in its nervous apparatus 
were supplemented, or at least confirmed, by many of its own. It 
took possession at once, explored every nook and corner, routed 
the mice, and proceeded to enjoy life. 

One morning as I was digging a post-hole in the sand, a large 
snake made its appearance near by in the bushes. It remained 
through the day in sight, and seemed to be greatly interested in 
what was going on. The next day it was on hand and remained 
as before. It became more and more familiar, would approach to 
within a few feet of my person, examine each hole as it was dug, 
and interview the spade, stuck upright into the sand, by putting its 
head through the hand-hole and coiling and uncoiling about the 
handle. It seemed to invite companionship, and to regard me 
with intense curiosity as a unique specimen for investigation. It 
was non-venomous evidently, a Natrix torquala or coluber proba- 
bly, but a native said, " hits a coachwip," and " coachwhip " it 
was from that time. It finally became a tenant-at-will, had the 
freedom of the house and grounds, and was an object of never- 
ceasing interest. Its curiosity was simply unbounded, and any 
hour of the day or night it was on hand to assist in whatever 
enterprise was in progress. When its acquaintance was first made 
I was interested in what puss would think of the new-comer. A 
contest was expected, but to my complete surprise neither snake 
nor cat took the least notice of each other. The cat was, how- 
ever, mistress of the situation, for when coachwhip came too near 
it was boxed away, gently at first, with more and more claw in 
each succeeding tap until it obeyed. If the snake was hurt it at 
least simulated anger very closely, making sham onsets, gather- 
ing itself up as if to dart suddenly on its foe, quivering its head 
and oscillating to and fro in a forbidding manner. It was really 
of respectable dimensions, being ten feet long and over two 
inches in diameter in the thickest part, and when in these tantrums 
seemed formidable ; but puss paid no attention to the fuss, shut- 
ting her eyes and sleeping in the midst of it all. 

Two things the snake could never comprehend, a hot stove, and 
a student lamp. After a persistent investigation of these articles 
for nearly a year the mystery of neither seemed at all removed, 
and it was a trifle uncanny to look up from my book in the still- 
ness of midnight and see the coluber's bright eyes, a foot above 
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the table, peering at the luminous shade, upon which, by the way 
a juggler and his snake were pictured. 

Late one afternoon I answered bob-white's whistle by slipping 
cartridges of fine shot into the chambers of the gun, and pro- 
ceeded to the clearing. There was found a large wild cat in pos- 
session, quietly sitting on its haunches on a sweet-potato hill. 
The longitudinal stripes and grim markings behind the ears were 
unmistakable, but no bars on the tail. It seemed a friendly beast, 
devoid of that look of wild ferocity characteristic of its tribe in 
more northern places, nevertheless, had I been unarmed a foot- 
race would have been in order, but knowing that the unexpected 
might at any time happen, I never went about without some 
weapon of defense, and had entire confidence in small shot at 
close quarters. It made no motion of retreat as I advanced, but 
slowly opened its jaws and crouched as if gathering itself for a 
spring. Not desiring to injure it I backed away, only to be fol- 
lowed. This was not endurable, and having no wish to give it 
the least advantage, I killed it. 

The next thing was to see what opinion the domestic cat would 
have of this distant relative, for I could not entertain the notion 
that they were cousins germane within the historic period, so 
arranging the carcass to appear as lifelike as possible, I induced 
puss to follow me to interview her dead congener. Alas ! cat 
glory resembles human glory, and is liable to vanish at any time. 
Puss got within a few feet of the body before she saw it, and just 
as I was expecting to hear her inquiring " mew," there came in- 
stead a transformation which was indeed surprising. She suddenly 
grew to twice her natural size, her tail especially enlarged to the 
dimensions of an Indian war club. Her eyes seemed to be deter- 
mined to leave their sockets, and she bounded into the air with a 
scream which until that moment I never heard issue from the throat 
of a cat. No sooner did she touch the ground than she went into 
the air again with a shriek, until the house was reached, and at the 
end of a week was hardly herself again. She was badly scared, 
but her fear had no paralyzing function, on the contrary it filled 
her with intense energy which reverberated through her nervous 
system for days afterwards. I could not think that the fact of 
the wild cat being dead was a factor in the other's terror, and 
some months after puss was confronted by a living one and all 
doubt on this head removed. Coachwhip interviewed the carcass 
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without the least trepidation, examined it critically, crawled over 
it in all directions, and went through its habitual pantomime for 
all unfamiliar things. 

At times fish and wild game was provided in superabundance, 
and as the refuse went out of the window near the dining table, a 
depot of supplies for the animals of the immediate neighborhood 
was established. The scolding of opossums and raccoons was 
noticed, and at intervals the sharp bark of a fox was heard in the 
night hours, while every scrap of eatable stuff disappeared. Puss 
had often perched herself on the window-sill while this devouring 
of garbage was in progress, but seemed indifferent to what was 
going on. My approach, however guarded, occasioned the 
retreat of the animals, so that I could get no more than a glimpse 
of them. Remembering the dazzling effect of light at night on 
deer, I lowered the reservoir and burner of the lamp to the base, 
and holding it by the ring above, advanced to the window with 
entire success. Putting the lamp on the outside and leaning 
against the sill, a full view of the animals was had not more than 
six feet away. They seemed to think all was not right at first, 
but soon resumed their feeding and quarreling unconcerned. A 
brood of opossums, a couple of raccoons and a fox were on hand. 
The latter continued suspicious, gazing into my eyes for several 
seconds, but seemed convinced that there was no danger after the 
examination. So long as all movement was behind the light, 
everything was serene, but if the hand or a stick were advanced 
in front, panic at once seized the crowd. But where were the 
foxes' senses of smell and hearing ? Were the olfactory and audi- 
tory nerves demoralized, as the optic seemed to be, by the ethe- 
real vibrations from the incandescent body ? One would think 
that at six feet distance at least the fox could smell its enemy in 
spite of the light. This kind of lamp-light scrutiny was of never- 
failing interest. The animals were fresh from the hand of nature 
and on their native heath. The opossums were particularly in- 
teresting ; when several females with their broods were on hand, 
there occurred a mixing of families, for the mother which had 
secured a bone at once shook off her progeny while she ate it. 
Her discarded infants would fasten on the nearest female, and 
sometimes a single mother went about with four families of chil- 
dren hanging to her. When a fox appeared the encumbered ani- 
mal at once took to the bushes, the others covering her retreat with 
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wide-open mouths which, with their serried rows of teeth, seemed 
indeed formidable. Reynard always respected this show of ivory, 
as the raccoons did also. But in spite of all the precautions 
taken by the mothers, a strict count of children after home was 
reached would show loss. When they were shaken off one 
would be a little late in regaining a position of safety, and in the 
hurry consequent on the fox's arrival, this tardy scrambler would 
prove to be the one not fitted to survive. It left no legacy to its 
descendants for it never had any. The celerity with which it was 
snapped up and carried off was commendable ; a single squeak 
preluding a mingling of protoplasms. 

This kind of observation went on through the rainy season to 
the following November, when the waters began to subside. The 
young opossums had escaped from maternal care and were their 
own masters, when one night a stranger arrived. The feeding 
company consisted of a huge opossum, several raccoons and a 
fox, when another wild cat, younger and smaller than the one 
killed, dropped from above into the center of the feeding ground, 
now worn quite bare. The fox sprang from the earth, barking 
with every jump, as it tore through the bushes in its frantic efforts 
to escape. The raccoons could be heard butting against the 
sleepers of the house in their lumbering flight, while poor puss 
went like a meteor through the opposite window, making a total 
wreck of the dining dishes, and did not appear at the house for 
several days. Opossum did not run ; rearing backwards to an 
upright position, with wide-open mouth and such a disposition of 
its feet that its body seemed all claws, it held its ground with a 
snarling protest of intense anger. " The undaunted fiend what 
this might be, admired." Opossum presented no vulnerable 
point but down its throat, and it was unwise to assult in that 
direction. The cat got upon its feet and walked around raising 
its paw, but seeing no good place to strike. In fact no good 
place existed. The defense was vertical, and the assault made 
from a horizontal plane was alike bad from all directions. The 
beast in manceuvering for an attack got his tail, within reach of 
my left hand, the right being engaged with the lamp ; the tempta- 
tion to seize it was irresistible. Calling out " puss I have you," 
as a firm hold was obtained, instantaneous panic ensued, and the 
fox's method and line of flight was closely followed. Had my 
grasp been as vigorous as that of Tarn O'Shanter's witches, wild 
cat would have been transformed into lynx then and there. 
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Coachwhip was an interested spectator of the whole affair, and 
when it was over and the relieved opossum had shut its mouth, I 
thought the snake had gone insane. It tore around the room 
like lightning, tied itself into innumerable knots, wove in and out 
of the chair rounds, made sham charges, and ended by rushing 
out of the door and taking to the bushes. 

Poor coachwhip met with a sad fate at last. One quiet day it 
had discovered a mouse in the yard hidden beside a billet of wood 
in a position so insecure that it took to the grass, and the snake 
lifted its head a couple of feet high to get a view of the escaping 
prey. A rush of wings and mingling of shadows took place, and 
Natrix went aloft in the talons of the king of birds. No time 
was to be lost. Shot was wanted, but only bullets were available. 
I emptied the full chamber of a Winchester rifle at the pirate, but 
every shot missed. The bird made directly for its nest that I 
knew of two miles away, but when the tree was reached, coach- 
whip had departed this life, and had no less than three living 
tombs. 

It is evident that the great doctrine of the conservation and 
correlation of forces, as applied by evolution, has thrown a new 
and brilliant light upon these animal traits. They are no longer 
isolated facts, having their ultimate explanation in the specific 
characteristics of the creature, but legacies from ancestries reach- 
ing through the geological epochs to the earliest fossiliferous 
rocks. The force setting up the multitudinous motions is a pro- 
duct of the present time. The food digested, the air breathed, 
the various ethereal vibrations disturbing the nerves of sensation 
and all the influences which cause muscular work are active at 
the instant the work is done. The work done is done now. The 
forces employed ate generated now. The transformation of force 
into nervous and muscular stimuli now takes place. But when 
and where was the character of the work to be performed de- 
cided ? From whence came the order for its quantity, its inten- 
sity or its direction ? Where did puss find her antagonism to a 
dog, her antipathy to an alligator, her friendly indifference to a 
snake, an opossum and a raccoon, and her mortal fear of a wild 
cat ? Where did she learn that the well-detailed preparations for 
assault made by a serpent almost large enough to swallow her 
whole were sham before she had the least experience of it, while 
the silent body of one of her own family was the very maximum 
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of danger ? Whence did she obtain the professional skill of an 
expert in disabling an armor-clad alligator the first time she 
tried ? 

Where was it decided that a wild cat should gaze complacently 
into the serried crater of a marsupial prepared for battle, and then 
fly in terror from a harmless touch of Homo sapiens f 

'Twas instinct did it ! Well, " instinct is a great matter," and 
would serve for the age of William Paley, who knew nothing 
about the conservation of forces, but science has added a new 
world to our possessions since then. 

Think of it a moment. The ethereal undulations flowing from 
the surface of the snake, opossum and raccoon which enter the 
eyes of the cat and disturb its optic nerves, assisted, it is reason- 
able to suppose, by odors emanating from their bodies disturbing 
its olfactories, cause mild muscular action or none at all, while 
the slightly different modes of motion from a wild cat's body set 
up activities so intense as to suspend the action of other faculties 
and concentrate the whole force of the animal in changing the 
space relations between itself and its enemy. So violent is the 
disturbance that the sensation of hunger is suspended and several 
days are passed without food. Friends are no longer recognized. 
Everything manifesting motion is held a foe. A position as far 
away from the dreadful apparition as it was possible to find was 
held for three days, in a constrained attitude against the roof at 
the gable, with eyes phosphorescent at night and much dilated, 
and the unnatural tension was not for a moment relaxed at any 
time that she was observed. 

We are driven to the conclusion that long ages had passed 
during which the ancestry respectively of the wild cat and the 
domestic cat were enemies, and that when collision occurred the 
domestic line went to the wall. During this time the present 
markings of the wild cat and its odor were acquired, pointing 
unmistakably to a long period of separation into species as dis- 
tinct as we now find them to be. For it is very certain that puss 
never before saw a wild cat, nor is it very likely that her parents ever 
did. They are extremely rare in Florida, and nothing but long 
and frequent contact could arrange so vast a force about an equi- 
librium so delicate as to be overthrown by a mere arrangement 
of very ordinary reflections of light and trifling molecular dis- 
turbances of an odoriferous character. 
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A further matter forced itself upon my attention. Habit, from 
one point of view, stands in the same relation to truth that the 
spurious mother of the great Solomon's time did to the child of 
doubtful parentage. It seeks to divide it, ignoring the fact that 
to separate is to destroy it. 

Familiarity with what is currently accepted had shut from me 
the vast oceans of truth that stretch illimitably on every side ; 
and a sight of these wild creatures under circumstances which 
were not habitual, seemed to immeasurably enlarge the view of 
the relations which human life bears to the scheme of things. 
As night after night passed, I found myself unconsciously esti- 
mating the similarities and differences between myself and the 
weaker brethren. The first were innumerable, the last easily 
counted. Of the total sum of physical and mental activities in 
our several cases which we term "character," that of the weaker 
folks may be stated at ninety-nine-hundredths ancestrally derived, 
and one-one-hundreths individually derived. Of Homo sapiens 
say ninety-hundreths are ancestrally and ten-hundredths individ- 
ually obtained. It really seemed that the only superiority I en- 
joyed over the others was a slight power of judgment on the 
ancestral derivations. But this power is extremely weak. 

One evening I had noticed a splash of rain and noise of thun- 
der at intervals for some hours until a lurid glare and crash came 
on the stillness with terrific effect. I never knew how it hap- 
pened, but certainly when the awful racket was over I was on the 
floor under the table. Coachwhip was regarding me curiously 
from the back of a chair, and puss marched up with her inevita- 
ble mew. After a hearty laugh I had to admit that between my 
case and hers there was not one marvedi's choice. She took to 
the roof, I to the floor. I recovered from the panic sooner, but 
her position was more dignified. Her enemy was already dead, 
but I did not have one, the noise made by the passage of the 
electric force along a tree some three hundred yards distant being 
the sole cause of the trouble. 

Property in money values is not the only thing we get from 
our ancestors. Our inheritances are found throughout the whole 
domain of intelligence, and it is in regard to these that I roughly 
blocked out a maxim which doubtless is subject to the weakness 
that it smacks of the backwoods. It is this : To rightly estimate 
the value of the ancestral legacies which compose our traits, is 
the height of wisdom. 



